XIII
BYZANTIUM AND THE SLAVS
THE great work of the Byzantines in conserving the culture
of the ancients is well known and often emphasized. Their
achievement, of almost equal importance, in disseminating
their own civilization to barbarian nations is less fully
recognized, chiefly because the nations which benefited most
stand somewhat apart from the main course of European
history. These are the nations of the Slavs, in particular the
Slavs of the south and the east.
The early history of the Slav peoples is obscure. Their
migrations followed in the aftermath of the better-known
movements of the Germans, at a time when the Greco-
Roman world was distracted by troubles nearer home,
Consequently we know little of the process by which they
spread from the forests of western Russia that were their
original home, till by the close of the sixth century they
occupied all the territory eastward from the Elbe, the
Bohemian Forest and the Julian Alps into the heart of
Muscovy and into the Balkan peninsula. Indeed it is only
about their Balkan invasions, which brought them into
contact with the authorities of the Empire, that our informa-
tion is at all precise.
The Slav tribe that first appeared in imperial history was
that known by the Romans as the Sclavenes, who gave their
name as the generic term for the whole family of tribes.
They and a kindred tribe called the Antae were wandering
as pastoral nomads north of the Danube in the middle of the
sixth century, and more than once during the reign of
Justinian I raided the Balkan provinces in the train of other
tribes such as the Bulgars, The Antae seem to have become
foederati of the Empire before Justinian's death; but under
Justin II the situation on the Danube frontier was altered by
the aggression of the Avars, a Turkish tribe moving up from
the east. The Avars conquered the Antae and by 566 were
crossing the Danube to attack the Empire.
It was during the Avar wars that the Slavs found the